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Chapter One 
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I remember the day Mr. Jones moved in next door like it was yesterday.

It was an extremely hot July day with nothing going on. The moving van was the most exciting thing that I had seen come down our street all summer. I stood at the window and watched the movers pull box after box into the blue two-story clapboard house next door.

Excitedly, and just as a welcome-to-the-neighborhood gift, I decided to bake a pie and take it over to our brand-new neighbors.

I can remember that day so clearly that even thinking back now, I can feel the breeze in my long blond hair that I had parted into braids due to how hot it was. The braids had loosened and grown messy during my cooking, but I paid them no mind. I was just too excited to meet the new neighbors to even care what I was looking like.

Balancing the pan filled with hot sticky pie on a flimsy oven mitt, I eagerly knocked on the door, fidgeting back and forth with excitement.

The door creaked open, revealing a large man that practically filled the doorway with his size, or maybe that was how I felt looking at him. From the look of him, despite his age, he definitely was not a man to be messed with. However, there was a gentleness in his warm, sweet, chocolate brown eyes as he looked down at me, and they caused my heart to beat a bit faster.

"Why, hello, sweetheart," he greeted me, his lips turning up slowly in a welcoming grin.

His jet-black hair sat in messy waves around his head, making him look much younger and boyish than I knew he had to be. But, it didn't make me want to run my hands through them any less. 

"Hi!" I chimed excitedly. "I'm Rebecca Delaney. I live right next door to you!"

"Hello, Miss Rebecca. I'm Noah Jones. I live right here," he said with a wink.

A faint blush stole over my cheeks as those warm eyes slide down my body taking in my purple spaghetti strap shirt and bright green shorts that I had thrown on to combat the August heat. The glint in his eyes made my heart flip a little and my stomach tighten into knots.

"What can I do for you, honey?" he asked, reminding me softly that I was there for a reason.

"Oh!" I exclaimed with embarrassment. "I made this!"

All but shoving the pie into his hands, I forgot for a moment about the oven mitt underneath it to keep my hands from touching the burning hot metal.

"OW!" I cried, jerking my hand back.

Mr. Jones was left to grab the hot plate. Letting out one of the vilest curses that I had heard in my life, he fumbled with it for a moment before letting the pan drop to the ground. The pie landed upside down on his front steps, destroyed and oozing red cherry syrup everywhere. Mr. Jones cradled his burned had slightly cursing and glaring at the mess on his front step.

Embarrassed and with a throbbing hand, I stumbled back as the tears gathered in my eyes. I am such an idiot! I thought angrily. I cupped my injured hand to my chest and got ready to run off back to my house and hid under my blankets.

"Stop... right there, young lady," Mr. Jones demanded in a deep voice that clearly said no arguments.

My feet halted on the sidewalk then refused to go any further.

"Get back here, girl," he demanded.

Once again, of their own accord, my feet took me back to my spot on his steps. The look on his face made my stomach twist in knots as he held his hand out for mine.

"I'm sorry that I dropped your pie," I whispered quietly, shamefully.

"You hurt your hand, didn't you?" He asked while he ignored my apology.

I hid my hands behind my back, not wanting him to see the burn, though I didn't understand why.

"Answer me, young lady. I don't like to ask twice," Mr. Jones growled.

I felt my stomach clench again anxiously, and I slowly pulled my hand from behind my back. Right over the tips of my fingers sat bright, red burn. This injury wasn't too bad. Having been burned several times before, I knew what bad was. But I could not seem to bring myself to tell Mr. Jones that he didn't need to bother with my injury. The look in his brown eyes was no longer sweet and inviting; they were hard and unwavering, keeping me silent.

He held out one big hand that I knew would easily dwarf my smaller one. Hesitantly, I laid my hand in his allowing him to inspect the damage. He looked at the fingers for a moment before turning my hand over, making sure not to miss a single wound.

"Come inside. I have a first aid kit in the kitchen," he told me.

Shocked, I tried to jerk my hand back, but he wouldn't let it go. He pinned me with his no-nonsense gaze again.

"Oh!" I breathed out in response. "It's okay. I—"

"Young lady, what did I just say?" he grumbled.

"I... Ummm," I stuttered out, shrinking back a bit at Mr. Jones's firm tone.

Swallowing the bit of anxiety that clogged my throat, I tried to speak again. However, the words that spilled out hadn't been the ones I was thinking of.

"You said to follow you inside," I replied meekly.

"Good girl," he praised.

He gave me a smile that melted the anxiety away and made me happy to have kept my protest to myself.

Stepping out of my way, he waved me inside. Slowly, I stepped inside and walked down the long hallway towards the bar in the back of his house. I'd been in this place several times when the Kensey's had owned it. However, with Mr. Jones living in it, the house took on a different vibe. More... intense, stark, overbearing, yet there was a sense of underlining comfort. A small part of me still wanted to run away and hide underneath my blankets with my stuff penguin, Leroy. Yet another part of me wanted to stand still and soak up everything I could until it completely consumed me.

Neither desire I understood. Instead, I slowly walked to the bar and waited for Mr. Jones. He swept around the counter and opened a box sitting on the counter, grabbing out a small white container with big red letters on it. He reached out for my hand with a silent expecting look. 

"Oh! I can handle this part!" I insisted.

Frowning at me, Mr. Jones said nothing and just waited until I complied. Once more, I laid my hand in his and watched as he looked over each individual red mark that was already beginning to fade.

I smiled happily, excited that he could see I was not hurt too badly. But, when I looked up proudly, Mr. Jones still had a frown on his face. With his other hand, he began to touch each tiny scar I had. There wasn't a lot, but his finger found every one of them, and his frown grew darker each time.

"Are you just learning to cook, hon?" he asked gently despite the look on his face.

"No, Sir," I answered. "I've been cooking since I was six."

He touched the most recent scar, a rather nasty one on my forearm; a grease burn.

"I'm very accident-prone," I told him with a giggle.

“Mmhmm,” he commented. “Looks like you shouldn’t be allowed near a hot stove or a sharp knife, much less have the run of a kitchen.”

I giggled again. “Oh, I love to cook. Just... I get excited or distracted, and... oops.”

That didn’t seem to help his attitude much, but Mr. Jones stayed quiet and began to apply salve to my fingers before bandaging them up. After the last digit was wrapped, Mr. Jones looked into my eyes as he pressed a gentle kiss on the back of each individual finger. My lips parted on a soft sigh. Feeling slightly lightheaded, I leaned against the counter. 

“All better, little one,” Mr. Jones said softly with a reassuring smile on his face.

“Thank you, Mr. Jones,” I whispered back with a blush spreading across my face.

“Such a good girl,” Mr. Jones commented softly, suddenly serious. 

Unbelievably, my cheeks blushed even redder. A shy smile spread across my lips as the pleasure in Mr. Jones's tone made me unexpectedly happy. For a moment, there wasn't anything I would not do to hear his voice again. 

“Are you thirsty, little one?” he asked, suddenly breaking me out of my thoughts.

“Oh!” I exclaimed. “No, thank you. I am just fine. I just wanted to drop off that pie and welcome you to the neighborhood,” I insisted.

My gaze went to the front door as I remembered what had happened to the pie. I frowned sadly. I had spent the whole morning making that pie. 

“You did both very well,” he reassured me sweetly, putting his hands on my shoulders.

I looked up into his eyes and felt trapped for a moment in their dark depths. Mr. Jones was so close that his scent wrapped around me like a warm blanket. I couldn’t even breathe without taking more of it in. Musky with the sweat of working to move as well as the underlining scent of a man. It was inconceivable to think that a man had a particular smell, but Mr. Jones did. I wanted to lean forward and bury my head in his neck so I could breathe it in even more.

He reached up and cupped my face gently. His hands were calloused and rough but incredibly gentle as they touched me. Mr. Jones was not like any other man I had ever met. The men in this area were not known to work with their hands unless you could count sitting at a computer all day typing. But Mr. Jones was not afraid of a little hard labor. That alone set him apart from any other person I knew. 

My father was one of those men who was not known to do much more than sit at the computer all day. This area of town was known for businessmen that were rarely seen outside of a suit and tie. As well as the perfectly dressed housewives that raised the children and had dinner on the table by five. That was the life my mother had been preparing me for since I was old enough to hold the broom.

Having just graduated, I was being prepared for an all-girls college. There I would get a very basic education that would teach me to run a household. As well as the knowledge that would allow me to carry on a conversation with any manner of posh people. 

I knew they had their eyes on a few men that they were going to set me up with, and I was expected to fall into line and marry the man of their choice.

My gut tightened at the idea of marrying any of the boys in the area. I was not opposed to being a dutiful housewife; I did enjoy the rhythm of the days and the sense of joy that came from taking care of the family. But my heart also wanted the passion and fire that came with being swept off my feet. I wasn’t quite sure what all that entailed. But I knew that I wanted someone to look at me like I was the most amazing person in the world, not as a commodity.

“Rebecca!” Mr. Jones snapped.

I blinked back to the present, out of the depressing future I knew was waiting for me.

“Yes, Sir?”

A flicker of emotion passed through his eyes, and his tone dropped lower.

“I asked you a question, young lady. I don’t like to ask twice,” he warned me.

“I’m sorry, Sir. What was your question?” I asked breathlessly, feeling my anxiety rise.

“I asked how old you were?” he responded patiently.

“Oh! 19, Sir. I just turned 19 last month,” I answered.

His thumb brushed across my cheek. “So young,” he whispered.

Offended, I pulled away, forcing him to drop his hands away from me.

“I am an adult, Mr. Jones,”

I fully expected Mr. Jones to be insulted by my disrespectful tone, but instead, he just laughed.

“How old are you?” I asked almost indignantly. 

Mr. Jones chuckled and shook his head. “A lot older than that.” 

I looked him over, trying to decide exactly what he meant. At that moment, if I was pressed, I would have said he was in his early thirties. No less than 30 but no older than 35. 

“Go home, little one. Before I’m tempted to find out how much of an adult you think you are,” he said as he turned away to put the first aid kit back.

“What do you mean?” I asked curiously.

When his eyes caught mine again, they had turned as black as his hair. The glint in them was primal, and my heart raced as if I were the prey he wanted to pounce on. Instinctively, I took a step back and ran into a chair, almost knocking the boxes off. His full lips turned up in a dark smile as he looked me up and down.

“Go home, girl. You’re out of your league here,” he warned me.

A twinge of fear twisted my chest but did nothing to damper the heat that suddenly flared in my chest.

“I’ll go,” I stated. “I just need to grab my pie pan, and I’ll leave you be.”

“Leave it. I’ll clean it up, and you can stop by tomorrow to pick it up,” Mr. Jones insisted.

“You don’t have to do that, Sir,” I insisted.

“What did I say?” he asked as his tone went low again.

Something about that deep tone stole any feeling of argument I had.

“Yes, Sir,” I answered automatically.

His eyes softened and became more thoughtful before shaking his head as if brushing off whatever thought he’d had.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Rebecca,” he said, effectively dismissing me.

I nodded to his back as he turned away from me. I walked out the front door, wondering silently what in the world had just happened. I had come over excitedly, wanting to welcome my new neighbor properly, only to leave feeling upset and extremely confused.

I only knew one thing for sure, something important had taken place, and nothing was the same as it had been when I had walked through the door.
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Chapter Two
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The rest of the day, my head was in the clouds as I daydreamed about the new neighbor. Even my parents commented on how quiet I was at dinner time. I just shrugged them off, not exactly knowing what to say or how to explain that my thoughts kept drifting back to our new neighbor next door.

Mother tried three times to talk to me about the enormous party she was busily planning for my 19th birthday. It had been a month ago, but she had wanted to wait until the weather had cooled down enough to have it outside.

I had gotten up the courage to ask her if I could have just a small get-together at the house; just a few friends and the family. But Mother had ardently refused, calling the party a waste of money. 

If there was no way of getting ahead in society or business, then it was a waste of time and money to my parents. I should have known better than to hope. But I had hoped by keeping the party small then I would avoid the usual argument about money.

“Rebecca Analise Delaney, I am speaking to you! The least you can do is answer me, young lady!” Mother snapped at me.

I lifted my head and blinked my thoughts out of my eyes.

“Yes, Mother. I’m sorry I was deep in thought,” I responded, knowing that it wouldn’t actually excuse me from not listening.

“Seriously, Rebecca, that’s just rude. I taught you better than that,” Mother chewed me out.

I sighed inwardly. Yes, Mother taught me whenever your elders were speaking, you sat quietly and listened intently. That you didn’t allow your mind to wander or interrupt and only to speak when spoken to and to sit quietly, patiently, and wait your turn. Unfortunately, in this household, my voice held little sway. So, I also learned that silence was often a far better way to go.

“Yes, Mother. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you. What were you saying?” I asked politely.

Mother pressed her thin lips together, still upset about my unintended offense. She raised her hand and smoothed back her platinum artificially blond hair, not that she would ever admit to dying her hair. She had the unnatural strands pressed tightly against the sides of her head and pulled back in a severe bun that sat flat against the back of her head. Not a single hair was out of place, proof that not even her hair would dare disobey her. The tight hair-do pulled her face back slightly. Or maybe it was her latest round of botox; I really couldn’t be sure. Either way, Ingram Delaney was perfectly prepped from the top of her primed hair down to the obscenely shiny black heels that were much too fancy for dinner at home. Even her blue business dress that hugged her surgically perfected body wouldn’t dare to wrinkle.

Her face might have been beautiful at one point, but to me anyway, the beauty was hidden beneath too much make-up and unreal youthful look she forced herself to upkeep.

“Well, if you aren’t going to listen to the plans that I have for your birthday, maybe I should just cancel it. We won’t even attempt to celebrate your birthday,” my mother threatened.

I bit my lip before my quick reply of it being fine popped out. That would have just added injury to my unintended insult.

“Ingram,” my father interrupted. “This party will be a great way to welcome my new client and let them see me as a family man. You know that image means more in my business than anything else.”

And there was the truth about my birthday party, I thought with a sigh. It was not about me, but my father’s clients. I forced my eyes to widen as if I was heartbroken. 

“No, please, Mother. I really want a birthday party,” I dutifully begged.

Ingram's eyes softened, appeased by false pleading. She patted my hand soothingly.

“Okay, Rebecca. We’ll have it,” then she proceeded to launch into a spiel of what decorations she was buying and who was catering. The invitations were set to be delivered in the next few days. I, of course, was expected to fill them out and take them to the post office. My father sat back in pleasure as he listened to her, his business suit strained a bit at the seams over his ever-expanding stomach. His blonde hair had long since grown grey and was slick back on his head. His round face twinkled happily, greedily as if he could already taste the money from the sales that this stupid party would no doubt bring him.

I nodded politely in response to my mother's plans and smiled, trying to project excitement over everything.

Somewhere between the cake toppings and the hors d’oeuvres, my mind wandered back to the guest. Or rather a specific guest that would be in attendance.

Mr. Jones.

My mother would never be so rude as to not invite the neighbors. Just so she could flaunt our lifestyle to them. There was no doubt in my mind that he was on the list. My heart skipped a beat at the thought of seeing him again. His white shirt stretched across his massive chest, and his tight jeans melted over his lower bottom half.

Suddenly the room was extremely hot, and I took a sip of my water to wet my dry mouth. I shifted in my seat to try to stem the rising ache between my legs.

Desire.

That’s what I was feeling. I vaguely understood the concept, but I had never felt it this powerful before. I couldn’t tell if I enjoyed it or if I hated it. All I knew was that I was dying to feel Mr. Jones touch me again.

“Rebecca! What did you do to your hand?!” Mother exclaimed.

Startled, I looked down at the bandages. I smiled as I remembered the way Mr. Jones had tenderly bandaged them up.

“I burned it on the pie I made for Mr. Jones, our new neighbor,” I explained, pulling off the bandages. “It’s fine.”

“I wish you would stop playing in the kitchen,” my mother whined.

“I know... But, I’d had a new recipe that I wanted to try out,” I explained adamantly. 

Not that it mattered to my mother. 

She hired a cook and a housekeeper the moment she married my father 20 years ago. Such menial tasks became beneath her. 

However, every once in a while, the meals were prepared by me. My parents would be next to horrified and would subject me to a long critical hour of commenting about my cooking skills. 

It would get even worse if they knew that occasionally, I would be the one cleaning the house. I actually enjoyed taking care of these things. But it was the type of thing that would cause my mother to press her lips in distaste and another lecture about how I shouldn’t be associating with the help. A high-handed and stupid mindset that I really did not agree with.

Mrs. Short and Mrs. Robinson were two of the nicest ladies I knew, and I adored spending time with them. Often much more than my own parents for obvious reasons.

“Well, banning you from the kitchen is hardly productive. However, you need to be more careful. Men do not like scars on their wives,” Mother warned.

“Yes, Mother,’ I replied dutifully, feeling a bit irritated that she would be so shallow.

I should be used to it by now. But no matter what, it still bothered me.

“Alright. Now, tomorrow after classes, I want you to come straight home so you can get started on the invitations,” Mother instructed me.
Of course, I was supposed to come straight home after classes. My mother had the same demand every school day since I was a small child. I wanted to remind her of that, but I kept my mouth shut and just counted down the minutes until this horror dinner was over. Luckily for me, my father got a call and excused himself, giving me the perfect opportunity to retreat to my room upstairs.
I didn’t bother turning on my light as I slumped into my bedroom. I was so exhausted I wanted nothing more than to get my pajamas on and snuggled to Leroy.
Soft music drifted in on the wind through my open window. Drawn to it, I walked closer and saw a backyard covered in dim light.
Not just any backyard, though.
Mr. Jones's backyard.
Even better, Mr. Jones was sitting on a lounge chair, staring up at the sky.
He had on a pair of flannel pants and nothing else. My mouth watered at the sight of his broad chest. I couldn’t see much detail because he was too far away and it was too dark. But the sight of his half-naked body made my skin tingle.
His hand reached up and wiped his forehead slightly as if it was still coated with sweat. Oh, god. The image of his skin glistening with sweat made my temperature rise.
Yes, I wanted him. Dirty thoughts rose to my mind, and a flush crept over my face that was hidden in the dark. Moisture began to pool between my thighs, and my simple cotton underwear became damp as I stared down at Mr. Jones like the creepy voyeur I was being.
I couldn’t help it. The man was gorgeous, and his age just made him more intriguing. I was dying to know him better... and for the feel of his hands on me again.
I must be going crazy, I thought. What kind of girl fantasized about a man's skin? But here I was staring down at Mr. Jones, my body humming with passion.
I felt horrible for the emotions and thoughts that I couldn’t control. Possessed was the only way I could describe myself. My nipples had hardened under my shirt as I watched his hands smooth down the well-muscled plains of his chest, wiping away the grime. I grew jealous of that hand.
The whole scene was sensually erotic. I could have taken my eyes away from Mr. Jones, even if the world began to explode. A part of me felt as if it already had...
Unable to help myself, I reached up and touched my nipples, fascinated by the way my body reacted. A gasp exploded from my lips. It had felt so good; just the simple touch had given me such a wealth of sensations.
Almost as if he had heard it, Mr. Jones’ eyes flew upwards towards my window. I jumped back out of sight, then silently chided myself for being silly. There was no way that he could see me up here with my lights off.
I crept forward and gazed down on him once more.
Had he seen me? Seen my hand over my breasts? Oh god! Had he seen me being so shameless? And if he had... why did the thought turn me on even more? My breasts grew heavier as if they were swelling behind my bra, and they were aching so badly.
The only thing that ached even more than my breasts was the private place between my legs. I felt foolish calling it that, but every other word seemed to make me feel horrified that I even knew them.
Whatever it was called, it ached so badly that I was feeling desperate to make it stop. I had heard whispers of women touching themselves. But no one would ever actually admit to it or explain to me how it was done. Though my mind was screaming at me that what I wanted was wrong, I found my hand reaching down and drawing my skirt up. The silky fabric teased the sensitive skin on my legs as I pulled it up and exposed my plain, prim, proper white panties.
My eyes locked on Mr. Jones as I cupped myself through my underwear. Just that small gesture made the throbbing worse. I was startled to find that I had soaked through the thin cotton garment. I moaned softly and pressed the area into my hand, enjoying the exquisite feelings that the simple motion was invoked in me. Even more, wetness seemed to spill out of me as I continued to grind myself into my hand.
Images began to play in my head as I started moving my hand against the aching area. In my head, Mr. Jones knew what I was doing, and it made his desire rise just as much as my own.
Yes... I thought to myself on a quiet whimper. You want me as much as I want you.
His eyes would dart between my face and my hand to encourage me to go faster. A moan parted my lips as I began to rub faster to obey his imagined command. After all, just because his head was up didn’t mean he could see me or what I was doing.
In my desire clouded mind, I could have sworn I saw Mr. Jones’s lips move as if he was whispering something to me. But I dismissed it, my mind being swept away as the feelings began to build to a peak. Something was happening, something I had never felt before.
But I wanted it, needed it.
My hand moved faster and faster as my hips began to jerk.
“Please,” I whimpered to no one in particular.
Or maybe it was to Mr. Jones, as his dark eyes held me captive even if I knew he wasn’t actually seeing me. I bit my lip to keep the building scream in as a wave of intense sensation slammed into me, almost knocking me off my feet.
“Yes,” I moaned as quietly as I could, drowning in the sweet fire that was burning through me.
My eyes drifted shut, the last of the exquisite lightning coursing through my veins. My breath came out in my pants, feeling as if there wasn’t enough oxygen in the world to refill my lungs. I forced my knees to lock as I slowly moved my hand away so I could begin to collect myself again.
Finally, when I was able to open my eyes, it was to look down on an empty chair. I couldn’t stem the disappointment and shame that rose in me. I stumbled over to the bed and slumped on it, my legs finally giving out on me. Never in my life have I ever felt anything as amazing as what I had just felt. A part of me couldn’t wait to feel it again, but another part of me couldn’t get passed the horror and shame of it all.
Shoving all thoughts out of my head, I dragged my dress off and tumbled into bed, then snuggled up to my penguin. My eyes lazily drifted shut with a half-smile on my face.
For the first time in a long time, I felt wonderful. 
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Chapter Three
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I woke up slowly and stretched lazily at the loud, annoying buzzing of my alarm clock. My body hummed deliciously from the exploits of last night. I waited momentarily for a feeling of shame to roll through me. But it was inexplicably gone. I found myself wondering why I could feel so free when I knew for sure that what I had done was so wrong. 

I rolled over and looked at my clock, watching it blink. The numbers threatened that I was running out of time before I had to leave. Instead of rushing, I snuggled deeper into my pale pink comforter. I closed my eyes once more to relive the new experience. 

My body could feel the same thumping that went through it again, and I wanted desperately to move my hand between my legs and relieve myself once again. However, I knew if I even tried, then I would truly be late. Forcing myself out of bed, I stumbled to the shower and cleaned off the smell of last night from my skin. 

My mind continued to drift between what I had done and what I had thought about at that moment. I felt as if I had been transported out of my body into another. I looked down at myself as I cleaned my body. I had seen myself naked a million times before. But suddenly, it was as if I was actually seeing my body.

My skin was soft and smooth as I ran my hand along my belly, washing it with my sweet apricot-scented soap. My breasts were full and firm, yet more than a handful apiece. Topping them were small but extremely sensitive nipples that hardened the instant my fingers brushed over them.

My...my private place was just as sensitive, and it tingled as I dragged my washcloth over it. I moaned slightly and pressed against it, harder, wanting more suddenly. Unable to help myself, I moved against it harder. Mr. Jones’ dark eyes rose to my mind double the pleasure. I gasped as I felt the desire build, and I thrust harder as I imagined Mr. Jones encouraging me, urging me on. 

I was close... oh god, I was so close. 

A loud banging on the door scared me to the point that I jumped back and knocked over the shampoo container. 

“Y-yes?” I stuttered out once my tight throat allowed me to speak again. 

“You need to hurry up, young lady,” Mother's voice snapped through the doorway. “How would it look if you were late on your first day?”

“Yes, Mother,” I stuttered out. 

I rushed through the rest of my cleanup, then jerked on the typical white shirt and green, black plaid skirt uniform that my private school called for. My cheeks were flushed with horror at almost being caught. Mother stopped me at the last moment before I could make a clean escape.

“Rebecca, your hair is not put up properly,” she scolded me. 

I stopped with my hand on the doorknob. 

“I’m sorry, Mother. But I am running extremely late,” I told her without looking back. 

“I know. You were inexcusably lazy this morning,” my mother chided me with a glower of disgust. 

“I know, Mother. I am very sorry. It won't happen again.” 

“It better not. Punctuality is important in a proper young lady.”

I rolled my eyes at her words, making sure to keep my head down so she couldn’t see me. 

“Remember to come straight home after class,” she said unnecessarily. 

“I know,” I snapped. 

“Watch how you speak to me,” Mother demanded. 

I took a deep breath and steeled my aggravated nerves. 

“I will come straight home as I always do, Mother. Now, may I please leave? So, I am not late for my classes,” I reminded her as sweetly as I could.

As if a person could call it a college. It was more like finishing school with the occasional educational curriculum. I knew I would learn SOMETHING there. I just couldn’t guarantee it would be useful for anything beyond marrying a rich husband.  

“You wouldn’t have to worry about it if you hadn’t decided to be so lazy.” 

I rolled my eyes again. “I’ll see you when I get home, Mother.” 

I opened the door quickly and left before she could say anymore. Hurrying up the sidewalk, I kept my gaze down. I tried to pretend not to notice the light was on in the front room of Mr. Jones’ house. 

“Good morning, little one,” he rumbled a greeting from the front door of the house I had absolutely, completely not noticed. 

There was something in his tone that made my feet stumble over themselves as they skidded to a halt. I turned slowly and kept my head down to hide my flush as the memory of last night and this morning came rushing back. 

“Good morning, Mr. Jones," I stuttered out, blushing even harder. 

“In a hurry, are you?” he mused with a cockeyed smile on his face. 

“I need to catch the bus,” I explained as I pointed up the sidewalk towards the glass-encased bus stop. 

“I see,” he replied slowly. 

I knew it was my imagination, but I could have sworn I felt his eyes moving over my body.

“Where do you go to school?” he inquired. 

“St. Mary’s for The Higher Education of Woman,” I replied as I looked down at my black buckled shoes. 

“All the way on the other side of town?” he asked in confusion. “Doesn’t it take a while to get there on the bus?”

Surprised, my eyes jerked up to his face. He hadn’t been here that long. How on earth did he know where I was talking about? His dark eyes hooked me immediately and bore into my own. There was a dark emotion in them, but he seemed to be trying to contain it. 

“Yes,” I replied. “An hour to get here and an hour and a half to get home.”

“I didn’t realize a school bus drove out that far,” he commented. 

“It doesn’t. I take the city bus. I have since I was 12,” I explained as I glanced over at the bus stop to make sure I hadn’t missed it.

The guarded look was gone and was replaced by one of extreme displeasure. My stomach dipped as I wondered what I had done to make Mr. Jones upset with me. 

“I should go,” I tried to excuse myself. 

As if my words called it to me, I heard 

“Crap,” I spat out and began to run. 

As luck would have it, the driver spotted me just before he finished closing the door. He was kind enough to open it back up so I could board. 

I readied a wide smile of greeting for the bus driver, having had the same one all my life. 

Norman Wallace had driven the bus for decades. He was a short, rotund old man with a kind face that resembled the Disney version of a Grandfather.

He had always been the sweetest man in the world and had kept an eye out for me ever since the first day I had begun riding the bus. 

Instead of Norman's sweet, happy face, there was a brown-haired man behind the wheel. His pea-green eyes looked me up and down slowly, making my skin crawl. Though he did have a smile on his face, it was anything but grandfatherly.

“Well, hello, sweetie. Are you needing a ride?” the new bus driver asked in a smooth voice.

A sense of disgust crawled through me and caused my happy smile to dip. 

“Where’s Norman?” I asked as I took a step back.

“Norman retired over the summer. I’m the new driver Keith. This will be my route from now on,” he explained as his eyes looked me up and down again. “Fortunately for me.” 

A part of me screamed not to get on the bus with him. But I knew I had no choice. If I went home and asked my mother for a ride to my classes, then I would never hear the end of it. I took a deep breath and walked up the steps, giving him my bus pass. He scanned it and handed it back then brushed my hand slightly with his finger. 

“Take a seat, pretty girl,” he instructed with a half-smile. “I’ll make sure you get to school on time.” 

I felt my cheeks flush as I hurried to the far back of the bus. I demurely crossed my legs and tried to pretend I didn’t feel Keith’s eyes still on me. For a distraction, I looked out the windows as we began to pull away from the stop. A movement out of the corner of my eye drew my gaze behind us. Mr. Jones was standing at the bus stop, the dark look spread across his face, and I finally recognized the look. 

Concern. 

He was worried about me. I longed to demand the bus stop so I could go back to him. But, I kept silent as he began to grow smaller and smaller. I turned forward once more and suddenly didn’t care one way or another if we were late. I just wanted to get this day over with. 

The bus pulled up outside the enormous, ancient building. It was made in a cathedral style, complete with stained glass windows and huge wooden doors. 

Feeling eyes on me, I practically jumped off the seat and raced up the aisle towards the door. I felt something brush my arm and turned to find Keith reaching out towards me. 

“I’ll see you this afternoon, sweetheart,” he said with a wink. 

My face flushed bright pink again. I mumbled a goodbye as I raced off, not at all sure how I felt about this man's attention. Maybe I was overthinking it, I thought finally. He couldn’t possibly be flirting with me. He was a good-looking man and, I was... well me. Men, or boys, generally didn't notice me. If they did, their interest quickly was discouraged or waned due to my lack of flirtation. 

I shook off the odd sadness that threatened to take over me and pushed all thoughts of Keith aside. The first-day commotion was in full swing when I entered the school building, and I quickly fell into a rhythm of dodging people and trying to get all the requirements in for my classes. I had a few hellos and waves from some of the random people I had gone to school with for several years. 

A familiar squeal brought me around excited. My one and only friend came ripping through the halls towards me. She had been the only person that had passed my parent's background check. For example, her parents had enough money and influence that they could help my parents. 

Molly Harper had moved to town six years ago, and her parents were almost as stuck and snobby as mine. However, Molly was the quintessential rebellious rich teenager. She would promptly and adamantly, and often, tell her parents to stuff it and do what she wanted anyway. Ordinarily, my parents would never allow me to hang out with a girl like her. But her father was one of the most prominent businessmen in the area.

“Becca!” Molly shouted in happiness as she practically jumped on me. 

I returned her hug enthusiastically. Her father had taken them to Europe for a month before she started taking classes along with me. We had emailed back and forth, but I had missed her so much. 

“Hey, Molly!” I greeted happily. “I’m so glad to see that a handsome, rich French man didn't cart you off.” 

Molly pulled away, giggling. “A few tried, but I resisted. Always play hard to get.” 

I laughed softly, not wanting to admit I had no idea how to play either way. I was saved from the conversation by Molly launching into a long-winded detailed explanation about the whole trip to France. I happily listened as we walked through the building to find our way around.

After we got settled into our first class, the rest of the day was a blur of year-long plans and a ton of work for everyone. 

I was slightly excited about this being my last year at this "school". But I was still apprehensive about what was to come after graduation. I knew I didn’t want what my parents wanted for me. But I couldn’t figure a way out of it. 

I was so deep in thought I almost missed the sound of the bus pulling up. The screech of the tires made me jump about ten feet in the air. I pushed my hair out of my eyes and looked up to find Keith’s eyes on me. 

“Are you okay, sweetie?” Keith asked with his eyebrows furled a bit. 

I lifted my head a bit and plastered a large smile on my face hoping to distract him. 

“Yes, thank you,” I replied as I walked up the stairs. 

“Good. How was school, dear?” Keith asked as he scanned my bus card.

His tone struck me wrong, even though I was pretty sure he was supposed to sound flirtatious. 

“It was fine, thank you. How was your day?” I asked with detached politeness. 

“Listen to
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